Traditionally, Roman dietary practices have been studied through information derived from literary sources, as well as from vessels associated with culinary practices; more recently, data derived from the analysis of plant and animal remains are being integrated. Each category of evidence provides different kinds of information, one complementing another. Written sources provide information on dietary recommendations, recipes, eating habits, product prices, and food preservation techniques, but the information is very general and in many ways biased towards the habits of the élite. This is also the case with Marcus Gavius Apicius' De re coquinaria, although when it was written and who wrote the recipes are unclear. It is generally believed to be a compendium of recipes from different sources added at different times by different authors, and to show the culinary tastes of élites or city-dwellers. 1 The work would lead one to deduce that meat was one of the main components of the Roman diet: out of its 10 chapters, one is devoted to mince recipes, one to poultry, one to mammals, and the last two to fish, but others have argued that Roman meals would mostly have been composed of cereals and legumes, making the diet primarily a vegetarian one. 2 Such literary works, however, were never intended to point to the amount of meat, legumes, cereals or vegetables being consumed at the time, nor by whom. Further, dietary habits not only varied through time, but also across the empire's different provinces, between different regions within each province, and between different social groups.
Study of vessels associated with culinary practices can also provide important information on how utensils may have been used to process, cook and serve food at the site in question. 3 It is also possible to determine the cooking techniques and types of fuel employed. 4 Other avenues of ceramic research, such as residue analyses, can provide evidence about the type of organic products (e.g., oils, lipids, fats) involved. 5 When the cooked product concerns meat, it is the study of faunal remains associated with the vessels that provides the most detailed information. Zooarchaeological studies allow one to discern what species were raised for meat consumption, how old the animals were when slaughtered, how carcasses were processed, and which body parts were most consumed at a particular site. This information adds to the information on how food was obtained, processed 1
